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Article 4

Cardboard Jesus
by Jason Boog
"you shall not crucify manJdnd on a cross of gold .••
William Jennings Bryant

Tuesday

It was Tuesday, of course, sometime during a fairly warm
November. An unexpected sort of warm, which needed a little sunshine to
be appreciated. But that year, it seemed the sun had gone elsewhere, leaving
the small town's sky to fend for itself. And a sorry grey sky it was, not as
cold and clear as it should have been. Unexpected, yes, and even though no
one would ever admit it, the sky did prove to be somewhat appropriate.
That was how the world appeared, on the day Marvin finished his
cardboard Jesus figure. He brought it out from his alley, nestled between a
hardware store and a grocery store, which is always a good place for an
alley. I was that particular alley in which Marvin spent most of his life,
among garbage bags of old produce, and cardboard boxes. Granted, things
could have been better, but Marvin found he had become very good at
living.
He set the beautiful thing in the middle of the sidewalk early that
morning, as not to intrude too much into the world's movements. It looked
almost right, on the pale sidewalk, standing slightly larger than life. There
was more to the Cardboard Jesus, the strange work of art it was, but a bit
too early for the sleeping town to realize then. But they would, Marvin
hoped, as he settled back with a bottle of cheap wine to view the world, and
his creation.

The first one to notice the colorful Messiah of the sidewalk was the
old Mrs. Jones. She nearly bumped into the thing, on the way to the grocery
store. While she stopped for just a minute to look at the crazy picture, her
face took on a most particular expression. Marvin watched carefully, for he
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enjoyed watching people.
But just as soon as the moment had begun, it was over. With a huff,
she moved down the street, not even noticing Marvin. Not much had
changed with the world, he supposed.

"Why'd you use crayon?" a teenaged kid asked him midway through
the afternoon. He was skinny, with hornrimmed glasses, almost like Marvin
when he was young. It was ironic, in away, he thought.
"Huh?" he crackled, his mind foggy from bad wine. The morning
had been a long one.
"Why did you use crayon?" he insisted, with a puzzled expression
across his face. But there was honesty in those eyes, something Marvin
wanted badly to understand.
Marvin coughed, trying to think. "I don't know, I kinda'like
crayons, 1--"
His words died there, because he really hadn't thought about it, and
it had been a long time since he'd needed to talk to anyone. Marvin tried his
best to not watch the boy, feeling very ashamed of the whole conversation.
"Hmmmm ," the teenager finished, as he moved on about his
business, somewhat ashamed himself. But Marvin thought the boy might
have understood. When he saw his friend was gone, he picked up the
Cardboard Jesus, and buried it under some boxes for the night. There would
be other days to show the world, for time was one of the only things he still
had. Above all, Marvin was tired, and more confused than ever.

Wednesday
He woke up late that morning, but still put out his fragile piece of
cardboard. Within two hours, quite a few people had seen his masterpiece.
A middle-aged, balding man paused for a bit longer than most, and Marvin
watched him with some interest. The man held a pipe, and smoked it quietly
as he studied the curious, crayon picture.
He turned with mild distaste towards Marvin, but spoke in a kindly,
matter-of-fact voice. "It's not very good, you know."
Marvin scratched his ear, still eye~g the man. "But I didn't make
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it for you." It surprised him, after he'd said it.
The man shrugged, and took a final puff as he stepped away from the
alley. "Then who did you make it for?" He looked slightly bemused, as he
dropped ten dollars at the feet of the artificial god. "But, I suppose you
tried." He finished, and ambled away, down the sidewalk.
Marvin fumbled for his bottle, staring at the feet of his Jesus figure,
where a small pile of jumbled coins and bills had grown. He'd never asked
for money, assuming the Cardboard Jesus wasn't worth any. He began to
wonder why they'd done it, something he could never really grasp. And he
thought again about the man, which was a confusing issue indeed. Marvin
burrowed even deeper into the mountains of cardboard and plastic, feeling
for the first time that he was shaking.

"Helloooo?" Anyone in there? Hello?" It awoke him, a voice from
the outside. Marvin pushed his glasses higher, and crawled towards the
sound.
She was smartly dressed, in a red dress, black shoes, and a sensible
overcoat. White, she was, with a caring face, and Marvin guessed she
wasn't much over twenty. Yet something was different about her, something
he couldn't quite place, on that particular morning. Marvin wondered if
she'd seen his Cardboard Jesus.
Smiling, she peered into his eyes. "Hi! I'm Amy, from Social
Services, and you are--" A slight frown crept to her face as the silence
broke the neatness of her conversation.
"Marvin." He whispered, just a little afraid, and worried about
making a mistake.
"Marvin." She nodded, testing the word across her tongue. Jle was
fascinated somehow, by this Amy.
"I was sent down here to find you, and I brought some blankets in
my car." She paused, and gestured to a red car beyond his alley. Marvin
wondered to himself how many other red things she owned.
She finished, even though he was thinking. "And, urn, if we work
together, we might find you a place to stay for a while. Wouldn't that be .
nice?"
He tried to clear his throat. "Vh-huh. It would be nice." He
nodded, dumbly.
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And so it went, back and forth as they talked, for nearly an hour.
She wrote down a few things on a yellow pad, appearing interested. After
a while, she went and found the blankets, and finally began to leave.
Pausing at the Cardboard Jesus, she smiled.
"Did you make this yourselfl" It was such a simple question, and
he barely thought about it then.
"Ves," he told her, finishing the conversation in a much stronger
voice than he'd begun.
She giggled, and was gone, back to her nice car, in her own big, red
world. He thought, after she left, about her question. It was a pretty funny
thing to ask. So he tried to forget about it, until he fell asleep.
Thursday
On the day Harvey came, it seemed that not too much would happen,
which was quite normal for his alley. It was the town's third morning
without sun, and the temperature slowly fell, as a world dreamed of snow.
Although he'd not seen Harvey arrive, he was there anyway, early that
morning.
Marvin was trying to stand, despite a gnawing headache, when he
saw, in the corner, his visitor. Harvey had been sleeping, because it had
been a long trip from where he'd come from. His hair hung in ragged
strips, a few of which lay across his plastic sunglasses. And there, dangling
just behind his head, was a single neon shoelace. Marvin felt a certain pride
while he stood over the curled up figure, and he was never afraid, not once.
So he put up the Cardboard Jesus, beneath the dull, reddish glow of
a stunted sunrise. He stared at the cardboard thing for a few minutes, as the
angry red scars he'd scribbled at his Jesus' hands and feet burned a painful
hue of red. The whole picture seemed to be in conflict with itself at that
moment, and all the pain was reflected through its own tragic eyes. Marvin
felt extremely sorry for the Cardboard Jesus then, and touched it, lightly as
he could. It felt very alive.
"Did you make that yourselfl" Harvey suddenly interjected, from the
shadows of the two walls. It seemed to Marvin another absurd question, but
he stayed quiet, for some reason.
Harvey laughed, about something Marvin really couldn't have
understood. A high, screechy laugh, much like his voice. But Marvin
wasn't too bothered by the sound, and he found himself listening carefully
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as Harvey spoke again.
"Think it's gonna rain or something. All that red in the morning
stuff." He finished, shrugging his shoulders, and moving his eyes about the
alley, reminded Marvin of himself.
He was quivering again, as he moved back to the pile of blankets.
"My name is Marvin," he said, fumbling about his own words.
"Oh," Harvey muttered, turning his attention towards the cloudy,
green bottle. "My name is Harvey." He spoke absentmindedly, with barely
a hint of sadness, and the alley again fell silent.
Marvin pulled the blankets over himself, and spoke. "You can have
a drink, if you want." It sounded to him more a question than a request.
Harvey coughed, and grabbed at the bottle in a single, almost fluid
motion. But he didn't drink, he only sat there, with the bottle, quietly.
They both sat there, for a long time, watching each other.

Amy, the social worker came back, and woke him up. "Good
morning, sleepyhead!" she said. His eyes fluttered open, and he glanced
around for Harvey, who wasn't there. And it was probably better he wasn't,
Marvin decided later.
"Harvey?"he mumbled, and she looked at him very strangely.
Marvin rubbed his temples, and groped for the bottle, which had found its
way back to its traditional corner. He started to drink, feeling sorry for
himself. "I'm cold," he said.
, She nodded in a concerned sort of way. "Don't worry, Marvin. We
found you a place already." She scribbled an address on a sickly yellow
sheet of legal paper, and handed it to him. "It's a nice, low rent motel.
You're eligible for enough money to pay the rent. We'll have you out by
tomorrow," she ended, proudly.
Marvin tried to envision the "we" she spoke of. He saw hundreds
of other red people, roaming the streets in red cars, finding more people like
him. It was quite an absurd thought, he found. Marvin wanted to laugh,
right out loud. But he turned his eyes to the Cardboard Jesus instead, which
surprised him. And it stared back at him, peacefully. Something began to
change then, in his mind. He was.
"Marvin!" she said rather loudly, shaking him. He blinked, finding
himself very close to her perfect face. Suddenly, he felt sorry for Amy, the
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social worker. "Are you okay?" she said, taking a few slow steps away from
Marvin. He realized then that she was not any better than the rest of the
world. He wondered if anyone really was. "I, urn, have a place you could
stay at, till tomorrow, if you want." Her voice died away, as she began to
lose her control, trying her best to escape the alley. But he too was losing
control, wanting to refuse, somehow.
"No," he spoke, very quickly. "I've got a few things to do first, I
can't, I mean-"
She cut him off, somewhat relieved. "No, no, I understand. I'll
come tomorrow, in the morning. Okay?" she concluded, and with a short
nod of her head, started out the alley. She moved at a brisk pace towards
her red car, never running.
"I'm sorry," he called, but he stopped, because there was nothing
more to say. Then she was gone, in a puffy cloud of exhaust. He almost
waved, but didn't.
.
Taking a final glance at his Cardboard Jesus, which seemed to be
leaning slightly, he decided it was a flne day for a walk. It would be good
to get away. And soon, he was.

It was very dark, and just as late, when he came back. The paper
Savior of his alley was still there, its eyes nearly glowing in the darkness.
Not an angry god at all, but a needy, lonely god, hidden by shadows.
Marvin set down a brown paper sack of the finest wine he could
find. It was a going away present, of sorts. He wanted to toast the old way,
and put the future out of his mind, for a while. That was simply what his
whole life came down to, he supposed.
Harvey was back, too, which struck him as unusual, but he didn't
feel like bothering with the matter. He was sleeping, in the corner which
appeared to have become his favorite. Harvey looked quite contented, there
in the shadows.
So, temporarily Marvin forgot the wine, and he settled down into his
corner. Pulling his new blankets about himself, he slept, dreaming strange,
crayon colored dreams. And the day shortly passed.
I
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Harvey shook him awake, in the small hours of the morning. "You
gonna drink that?" he whispered, trying not to disturb anyone. Marvin's
mind cleared rather quickly, as he gazed upward, towards his friend.
"It's going to rain, Harvey. You were right." He whispered back,
because it sounded important. Shaking his head, he opened the expensive
looking bottle. It would be very good, he was sure.
Harvey took the first drink, and coughed. Giggling, he handed it
back to Marvin. "Holy Jesus," he said, quite un-symbolically.

Morning came quickly, in violent shades of crimson, torn by twisted
and angry storm clouds. Marvin and Harvey saw little of the sunrise through
the alley, and were much too drunk to appreciate it. A fairly quiet night had
passed, but by morning Marvin felt like talking. "Do you like this alley?"
he questioned, a bit too loudly.
Harvey grinned. "Yeah, it's one of the better places I've been." His
voice was clearer, as it seemed he was better at controlling himself.
Marvin rubbed his nose. "Why can't they all see that? Me and my
Jesus, it's our alley. I have to stay." He coughed, and shook the empty
bottle.
With an even more somber expression, Harvey spoke. "I know that,
but do you, really?" Without bothering for a response, he rolled over,
soundlessly.
Marvin peered at his Cardboard Jesus, outlined in the glaring light.
From that point of view, it was little more than piece of cardboard, standing
in an empty street. He was suddenly afraid that was all his Cardboard Jesus
had ever been. He trembled, much harder than before, as the first rain drops
fell.

"Dh, my god. Not another one," she said, a short time later, when
she discovered Harvey. "Who's he? Another artist?"
Marvin raised his head from within his knees. "Harvey. He's
Harvey. " She looked funny, wrapped in a yellow raincoat, which did not
match her small red car at all. He wanted to tell her that, but the rain was
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falling too hard to bother trying.
It was a cold rain, and he couldn't see his social worker friend very
well. "It's raining." He laughed happily, hoping she would laugh too.
"You're drunk," she muttered, as her face turned to a nasty shade of
contempt, to match the rest of the world. It made him sad, because it had
happened so many times before.
"I'm drunk," he mimicked, crawling towards her. "I'm drunk," he
said again feeling very sorry for himself.
Shaking her head, she outstretched one hand, mechanically. "Come
on, Marvin, I'll take you home. Just get up." She raised her voice, over the
pounding rain.
"I'm sorry," he cried, feeling much colder than before. .
She paused to stare at him, and felt like crying herself. "What are
you talking about?"
"I'm sorry," he repeated, knowing for the first time in his life that
. he could believe in something. ''I'm sorry, Amy, about it all. There's too
much here, just to leave for you. I don't know what I want, but you don't
either. I don't want your home," he said, not just for her, but for the
cardboard world they'd all created. "Can't you see that?" he ftnished,
knowing for sure he was crying.
"No," she said simply. "I don't really think I can, Marvin. I'm
sorry, too, that I ever tried to help someone like you. But I hope someone
can, eventually." Then she moved down the sidewalk, with a final, regretful
glance.
"Amyl" he screamed, as the rain began a slow change to sleet. "I
hope something for you too," he called, never able to tell if she'd heard him,
but wanting to say it badly. "I hope someday you'll remember me, maybe,
and what it's like to dream."
But she was too far gone by then, and for once, there was more he
needed to say. He dropped to the moist concrete as she slammed her red
door. He wondered if she'd always been too far gone, as he said it softly,
one last time. "Amy," he said, and crawled to the Cardboard Jesus which
he'd somehow forgotten . .It was slowly falling, under the thick raindrops,
upon imaginary, cardboard knees. The crayon had mostly run off, mixing
into colorful, muddy puddles at its beautifully scribbled feet. And from each
of the crayon eyes, a few pulpy, cardboard tears rolled down, across his
Christ's body.
"Harvey?" he sobbed, but no one answered. Within a few minutes,
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the Cardboard Jesus collapsed into a brown, mushy heap. By then he was
sober, finding himself wishing he could remember what the sun had looked
I~~
)
Harvey lay a hand on his shoulder, unexpectedly, but his voice was
gentler than Marvin recalled. "So it's gone now, isn't it?"
Marvin was far too tired to answer, from the ground, but he sniffled.
"I guess that happens," Harvey continued, as he stood up. "You
were right, though, you know. I"m sure you'll get by. We'll all get by, I
think. And maybe we'll run into each other sometime," he said, and Marvin
could see him smile, against a muddy sky. Then, the rain pulled him away,
and it was all over, finally.
Marvin watched him stumble unsteadily down the washed out street.
It was the saddest thing he'd ever seen, as Harvey went away, to wherever
he was headed.
Pushing his hair out of his eyes, Marvin laughed, right out loud, for
a small town wouldn't. "Goodbye," he said, as he fell into a very dark, yet
quiet sleep. It rained, rather severely, for November.

Sunday

By then he was awake, and feeling a bit better than he had. It
wouldn't be long until a new social worker came, to take care of a sorry old
bum. But there was still work to do, he realized, as he created a future. He
needed to make the Cardboard Jesus, one last time, because there was a
purpose. A world that waited, for him.
"Did you do it yourselfl" they'd asked him, during those cloudy
days, and Marvin thought he'd always known the answer. But he found that
he hadn't, really.
No, he'd figured it out by that Sunday morning, that he did not work
alone. He colored carefully, and as the first, lonesome snowflakes danced
to earth, he became quite sure of that. Someone else was there, all around
him, watching. the world carefully.
Strangely enough, the Cardboard Jesus slowly began to resemble
Harvey, wherever he was. And most of all during those days, Marvin
believed they might see each other again. It was a dream, you might say.
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